LETTER TO THE EDITOR SCAVENGERS OF OXYGEN-DERIVED FREE RADICALS
A New Approach to the Problem of Pancreatitis severe and constant epigastric pain radiating to the back and associated with nausea and/or vomiting. Chronic pancreatitis was diagnosed (speckled calcification visible on plain X-ray and CAT-scan, disorganised duct pattern on pancreatography, fibrosis and chronic inflammation seen histologically) 2 to 3 years before this admission and since then the clinical course has been punctuated by a series of acute illnesses identical to that described above and resulting in hospitalization at least twice a year during which time pain lasts for a minimum of 3 days despite active treatment. These subjects had impaired pancreatic exocrine secretion manifested by various degrees of steatorrhoea, for which they were given pancreatic enzyme supplements (with an Hz-receptor antagonist), and weight loss, despite a good apetite. Three DMSO scavenges hydroxyl radicals and allopurinol is also a potent scavenger of these radicals besides inhibiting the enzyme xanthine oxidase, which is responsible for the formation of superoxide radicals4'7. The role of these radicals in the pathogenesis of acute pancreatitis in experimental animals has been confirmed. Relative to the previous clinical experiences and pain history of the patients studied, the results presented suggest that scavengers of oxygen-derived free radicals accelerate the control of the pancreatitis-induced abdominal pain. Since the recurrent episodes of chronic pancreatitis are associated with an inflammatory process within the gland and since oxyradicals mediate inflammation8'9'1, it appears that these radicals are directly implicated in the mechanism of the acute episodes of alcohol induced chronic pancreatitis. The results also suggest that scavenging oxyradicals ameliorates the severity of the abdominal pain associated with these episodes. The similarity in efficacy between allopurinol and DMSO and the fact that the only action they share is scavenging oxyradicals supports the suggestions raised by this study.
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